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Introduction 
As states are increasingly being accompanied by other agents in both domestic and international 
political spheres, the focus of international studies are accordingly increasingly concerned with the 
role of non-state actors (Risse-Kappen 1995:3-4 & Auer 2000:155). The field of environmental 
legislation is by no means an exception, as this field generally has been recognized by strong interests 
on both sides - simply put, environmentalists vs. business interest (Cederwall & Grebovic 2011:1). 
 
Environmentalism in Canada 
Canada is an important actor to climate change because of its size of economy and GHG emissions. 
As of 2015, the Canadian economy is the 10
th
 largest worldwide, and in terms of emissions, it ranked 
15
th
 on emissions per capita and 11
th in total GHG emissions in the latest measurements from 2011 
(The World Bank). Canada also holds the third largest proven oil reserves worldwide 
(Explorationworld.com 2015). The previous Conservative government did little to address the 
concerns of global warming. For example, Canada did ratify the Kyoto protocol in 2002, but in the 
ten following years - despite a reduction target of 6% - Canada’s greenhouse emissions increased by 
over 30% as a result of a “lack of enforcement capacity in the agreement and an absence of political 
will” (Cederwall & Grebovic 2011:4). In 2012, Canada became the first nation to withdraw from the 
protocol (CBC News 2011). 
 
Increasingly, Canadas oil extraction projects in Alberta has attracted international attention. For 
example, they have been the subject of dispute between Canada and the EU, as the fuel quality 
directive could potentially price oil sands out of the European market (Neslen 2015). Also the 
pipelines needed to transport the oil from the sites of production in Alberta has been the target of 
controversy where especially the Keystone XL pipeline has spurred much debate, public mobilization 
and protests in the USA. 
 
Resulting of both its foreign and domestic environmental policy, over the years Canada has gained a 
notorious reputation in international climate and environmental talks and forums. In 2013, Canada 
had won the Colossal Fossil award – an award given to the country doing the most damage to climate 
talks in a given year – five years in a row (Climate Action Network 2013) and it has been criticized 
widely for its unambiguous climate policies. Some of the critique has been from high profile 
diplomats such as when UN General Secretary Ban-Ki Moon and president of the European 
Commission Jose Manuel Barroso who openly criticized the federal governments inaction (Gurzu 
2010). 
 
 
 
Towards contentious environmental politics? 
As the world began to see increasing patterns of extreme weather phenomena with devastating and 
deadly consequences for vulnerable populations and as international climate negotiations 
progressed towards the 21
st
 COP-summit without high hopes for a binding and sufficiently ambitious 
agreement, it might be time for environmental campaigners to reconsider their theories of change. 
Maybe, more contentious strategies than lobbying governments and providing scientific arguments 
for transition are needed? 
 
Additionally, it can be argued, that the Canadian governments neglect of environmental issues 
pushed Canadian environmental NGOs towards further contention. When traditional doors of 
influence closed, it opened new doors of mobilization outside the polity. 
 
The sociologist Sidney Tarrow has argued that social movements can occur when the political 
opportunity structure changes and new alliances and strategies becomes possible – but such changes 
are no guarantee that movements will crystallize, as participants need to perceive their new 
opportunities, organize and act collectively before a movement can be identified. Additionally, 
someone must spark the fire. 
 
In line with these notions, I will direct my interest towards how Canadian environmental NGOs tried 
to diffuse their arguments and engage other groups in their ongoing work against environmental 
degradation. This leads me to the following research question: 
 
How can the actions of key Canadian environmental NGOs be seen as attempts to mobilize a social 
movement of environmentalism? 
 
For empirical reasons, the targeted period of the study is limited to April 2013 to October 2015. See 
‘Processing of data’. 
  
 
 
 
Clarification of concepts 
Social movement 
I this research paper, social movements refer to  
“loosely organized but sustained campaign in support of a social goal (…) they result from the more 
or less spontaneous coming together of people whose relationships are not defined by rules and 
procedures but who merely share a common outlook on society.” (Killian 2015).  
This definition also marks of social movements from more institutionalized and bureaucratic 
structured social organizations such as interest groups, political parties and NGOs. Such groups can 
however play a role in the mobilization and organization of social movements, as this volume seeks 
to investigate in the case of Canadian environmentalism. 
First Nation 
First Nation peoples, groups and communities refer to Aboriginal peoples in Canada that are not 
Inuit nor Métis. 
Theory of change 
Theory of change refers to how a given organization or group plan to reach desired outcomes. It 
works by identifying the desired long-term goals and backtracks causality chains to find how these 
goals could be achieved. Accordingly, not only different long-term goals but also different analyzes 
of e.g. political opportunity structures will provide different theories of change. 
  
 
 
 
Methods 
Choice of empirical data 
This volume seeks to understand the strategies employed by Canadian environmental NGOs. To 
investigate this, it is obvious to look for how these organizations communicated and framed their 
actions to an external audience. Thus, I have chosen to use blogs from Greenpeace Canada (GP) 
themed under ‘Climate and Energy’. I will return to the operationalization of this. One advantage of 
using documents as data for analysis, is that documents can bring information from not only a single 
point of time but on the contrary can reach far back in time (Lynggaard 2012:91). As my interest was 
in GP operationalized their own theory of change, I did not prioritize to go far back in the blog-
archive but instead I chose to focus on how their campaigning unfolded in its entirety over the last 
2,5 years. 
 
To understand not only how strategies unfolded, but also why they were chosen, required an internal 
perspective, that the blogs could not bring to the paper. Therefore, I chose to conduct interviews with 
key-personnel within the organizations. Accordingly, this analysis also builds on three semi-
structured interviews with Climate & Energy Campaigner from Greenpeace Canada Keith Steward, 
Climate and Energy Program Manager Adam Scott from Environmental Defense (ED) and assistant 
professor at the Political Department and School of Environment at University of Toronto Kate 
Neville. Steward and Scott were chosen because of their relevant insider knowledge on strategical 
considerations, but because of their heavy embeddedness in the field of research, Neville were chosen 
to provide a mirror that could reflect, confirm, nuance or turn down the arguments from Scott and 
Steward. 
 
ED and GP were chosen because of their assumed political influence relative to other similar groups. 
This judgement was based on a brief research on media appearances by environmental groups but I 
hold no claim that they should constitute the two most influential. Neville was chosen for interview 
as an academic source because of her work on highly contentious environmental issues with local 
and global perspectives. 
  
 
 
 
Research design 
The first part of the analysis will focus on a range of political opportunities translated into new 
analyzes and theories of change within the environmental NGOs. Thus this analysis will draw on data 
from the interviews and the theoretical concepts of political opportunities and early risers. 
 
The second part of the analysis will investigate how these new theories of change were 
operationalized. This analysis is based on 30 blog-posts form GP’s web-archive (see Appendix D for 
a list of blogs analyzed). This part of the analysis draws upon analytical findings from the first part 
of the analysis as well as the theoretical concepts of contentious collective actions, framing and 
disruptive tactics. 
  
 
Figure 1 Research design 
 
  
 
 
 
Semi-structured interviews 
All interviews in this volume were semi-structured - a technique that places the informant’s own 
experiences in the at the center of focus, and thus the interviewer will adopt a more receptive role 
(Kvale & Brinkmannn 2008:43). The approach immanently implies to keep the door open for 
possible unforeseen answers and revelations along the way, that can change the direction of the 
interview. A kind of conscious naiveté (ibid.:47). Accordingly, most of the answers were thorough 
and detailed. Before each interview, an interview guide was made in order to stimulate and guide the 
discussion. 
  
The interviews with Scott and Steward predominantly forms the empirical basis of most of the first 
part of the analysis and obviously their views inform a large part of the direction of this analysis as 
well as the conclusion. The semi-structured interview holds an integral danger that both interviewer 
and interviewee can get carried away by the informality and responsiveness and a healthy skepticism 
towards the interviewee can get lost. Unfortunately, there is no adequate response that will solve all 
issues of this kind other than acknowledging, that the balancing between distance and closeness is 
an always relevant issue in social sciences and especially in relation to the qualitative interview. 
Additionally, an attempt to address some of these drawbacks is made by interviewing a professional 
academic working outside the environmental NGOs. This provides an opportunity to acquire an 
external perspective on the work and achievements of these groups. 
 
  
 
 
 
Processing of data 
In order to analyze the blogs, I have chosen to employ methods inspired from qualitative content 
analysis (QCA), which “is a method for systematically describing the meaning of qualitative data” 
(Schreier 2014:2). QCA helps reducing the material and it directs the researcher to focus on the 
specific parts of meaning, that are relevant to the research question (ibid.). This narrowing of the 
material does, on the one hand, inevitably lead to a loss of data. On the other hand, this loss of noise 
is exactly what enables the researcher to sense how the different relevant parts of the material relate 
to each other (ibid.:2). Additionally, especially when compared to quantitative content analysis, QCA 
is highly flexible as it typically combines concept- and data-driven categories within the research 
approach (ibid.). 
 
A third characteristic of QCA is its systematic approach to the data. It progresses in a number of 
steps, and the main task is to assign successive parts of the data to categories within a coding frame 
(ibid.). The steps involve deciding on a research question, selecting data, building a coding frame, 
coding the material and interpreting and presenting the analytical findings (ibid.:5).  
 
Because of limitations in time and personal available for this analysis, I have not been able to follow 
all prescribed steps of analysis, as these involves significant efforts of trail coding, pilot phases, 
numerous evaluations and modifications of the coding and so on. Unfortunately, this inevitably leads 
to losses of nuance, additional refinement of arguments and a general decrease in validity. However, 
it is my conviction that the analysis still holds and by addressing the limitations here, I believe to 
have denounced issues of credibility. 
 
Additionally, I shall here account for the steps followed in the analysis. At first, a matrix with the 
following categories were developed to code the blogs:  
 Disruptive collective 
actions 
 Local implications 
 Global implications 
 ‘Glocal’ implications 
 Common identity & 
social solidarity 
 Mobilizing 
opposition against 
conservative 
government.  
 
In line with the tradition in QCA, the categories were partly developed on theoretical arguments, 
analytical findings from the first part of the analysis as well as data from the content of the blogs. 
The entire body of blogs were then coded and all relevant passages were aligned under the respective 
 
 
 
categories, please see the matrix in Appendix A. 
From here, the direct quotes from Appendix A were translated into more cohesive and compact 
arguments with a few illustrative quotes in Appendix B. 
Reproduction of interviews 
In agreement with the supervisor, I decided not to transcribe the interviews by traditional standards 
but instead to attach them as digital audio files. Instead, I have listened through each interview 
multiple times and made written overviews of the conversations. This approach was chosen to free 
up time to work on the analysis and should also be seen as a consequence of personnel and the 
timeframe available. If my interest in stead had been to conduct a discourse analysis, the 
prioritization might have been different. 
 
After the process of listening through interviews, making written overviews and writing down 
arguments and quotes, the arguments and quotes were translated into a matrix similar to the matrix 
for the blog arguments. For this matrix, the categories were developed from Tarrow’s theoretical 
framework. The following categories used to code the interviews: 
 Shifting alignments 
/ Spilt in elites 
 Influential allies 
 Increased Access 
 Early risers 
 Framing 
The interview overviews were then coded after the foregoing categories. Please see Appendix C. 
These arguments were then implemented to interact with the theoretical frame in analysis. 
  
 
 
 
Delimitations and limitations 
The data used in this volume refer to only two NGOs; Environmental Defense and Greenpeace 
Canada. Accordingly, it can only claim to hold any analytical finding as being true for these two 
organizations. It is more than likely, that other groups will have differing perspectives. This 
prioritization was made because accounting for more organizations would have taken too many 
resources from the analytical process. 
In this volume, ED and GP are referred to interchangeably because of their shared viewpoints on the 
issues examined. Nevertheless, it is important to stress that they are independent organizations. 
Generalization 
As stated, this volume is concerned with developments in the Canadian political system but as 
climate change poses a very real global threat, there is reason to consider if any of the findings could 
be transferred to other political systems with similar characteristics. However, in case studies the 
researcher is first and foremost occupied with understanding the one case – not the others – and as 
“the real business of case study is particularization, not generalization” case studies do indeed seem 
a poor basis for generalizations (Stake 1995:4-6). 
Additionally, this qualitative study applies an idiographic science ideal and accordingly 
generalizability in nomothetic sense is neither regarded desirable nor achievable (Kvale & 
Brinkmann 2008:421). Thus any attempt to transfer findings to other time frames or political 
systems must be considered thoroughly before any conclusions are drawn. 
  
 
 
 
Theoretical framework of social movements 
The sociologist Sidney G. Tarrow has developed a theoretical framework, that in part evolve around 
themes such as cultural politics, social processes and collective identities, but additionally also 
incorporate insights from the theory on history and political science (Burke 1996:415). Accordingly, 
his framework can be placed somewhere along the middle road between a culturological approach 
and recent rational choice approaches to the field of social movements.  
I will use Tarrow’s theory of social movements and contentious politics, to investigate how 
environmental NGOs tried to push for a social movement of environmentalism as an integral part of 
their theories of change 
Cycles of contention 
Cycles of contention refer to processes of increased conflict in a social system, collective actions by 
both more and less mobilized groups, innovations in forms of contention and an intensified 
interaction between challengers and authorities. This can happen, when well-placed early risers 
exploit political opportunities by formulating claims, that resonate with other actors and create new 
alliances among challengers, spilt elites and challenge authorities (Tarrow 1994:199-206). 
Political opportunities 
Political opportunities refer to 
“consistent – but not necessarily formal or permanent – dimensions of the political environment 
or of change in that environment, that provide incentives for collective action by affecting 
expectations for success or failure.” (ibid.:163).  
Tarrow operates with a variety of opportunities:  
 When access is increased, it can provide groups incentives to engage in contention, that was 
not considered worthwhile before. However, Eisinger has argued, that the relationship 
between protest and political opportunity is nonlinear, and that protest is in fact more likely 
in systems that are not completely open nor closed. 
 Shifting alignments refers to instabilities in political coalitions, such as elections, that can 
encourage contention by altering the perceived opportunities for success.  
 Division within and among elites can too spark contention as they provide incentives for 
resource-poor groups to take action and for the elites out of power to “seize the role of 
tribunes of the people” 
 Influential allies are groups external to the original challenge(s), who can provide guarantee 
 
 
 
against repression.  
Different opportunities can take place simultaneously, for example when factions of elites’ ally with 
outside challengers, thus combining challengers from outside and within the polity in major cycles 
of contention (ibid.:165-66). 
Early Risers 
However, opportunities for mobilization are no guarantee, that social movements will take form. 
First of all, potential movement participants must be aware, that the opportunities have emerged 
(ibid.:12 & 163-64). Here so called early risers play an important role in as they can reveal the 
possibilities of collective action to others and provide groups with poor resources with opportunities. 
By doing this, early risers can shed spotlights on points of weaknesses, that were not evident before 
the opponent was challenged (ibid.:167).  
Contentious collective actions 
For Tarrow, contentious collective actions are at the heart of cycles of contention. Contentious 
actions differ from “market relations, lobbying and representative politics, because they bring 
ordinary people into confrontation with opponents, elites or authorities.” (ibid.:8). This does not 
mean, that such actions are always violent or extreme nor does it mean, that movements do nothing 
but contend and confront (ibid.:7-8). 
However, isolated instances of contentious collective actions cannot stand alone, as “it is only by 
sustaining collective action against antagonists that a contentious episode becomes a social 
movement” (ibid.:12). In order for episodes to sustain sufficiently to form a movement, Tarrow 
articulates a range of instruments or factors movement organizers can play on: 
 Collective challenges are used by movements to attract attention from supporters, 
opponents, and third parties. Contentious collective challenges are often applied to interrupt 
or obstruct other agents’ activities, but movements also engage in a palette of other activities 
ranging from lobbying and negotiating authorities to challenging cultural codes. 
 Common purpose is the reason people engage in collective actions. It works by mounting 
claims against opponents, authorities and elites, that are shared by the participants. 
Increasingly, such conflicts need not to rise out of class interest, but “common or overlapping 
interests and values are at the basis of their common actions” (ibid.:11).  
 Social Solidarity - For Tarrow, ‘interest’ is only an objectified category invented by the 
researcher. He emphasizes, that the resources for mobilization lies in the participants’ 
recognition of common interests. Movement organizers can stimulate this recognition by 
 
 
 
constructing frames that play on and expanding deep-rooted feelings of solidarity or identity. 
 Sustaining contention – as noted previously, contentious collective actions needs to develop 
into sustained processes of critique and actions before they become social movements. So 
how is momentum sustained? Tarrow argues, that it is the 
“changes in political opportunities and constrains that create the most important incentives 
for triggering new phases of contention (…) These actions in turn create new opportunities 
(…)” (ibid.:12). 
Herein lies the dynamic of the cycles of contention; movements feed on continuous changes 
in the political system whether these changes were affected by the movement or other agents.  
The following model is an attempt to view the proposed course of events, which eventually can lead 
to a social movement. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Political 
oppotunities
• Increased access
• Shifting allignments
• Divided elites
• Influential allies
Mobilization 
by Early 
Risers
Concentious 
collective 
actions:
• Collective challenges 
• Common purpose
• Social solidarity
• Sustaining contention
Social 
movement
Figure 2 A visualization of how movements emerge 
 
 
 
Framing 
Framing can be defined as the construction of an interpretive scheme, that simplifies and condenses 
the “world out there” (ibid.:142). It can do that, by emphasizing the injustices of social systems, 
naming grievances and connecting these to other grievances – thereby constructing larger meaning-
making frames, that might resonate with the population or elites (ibid.:44).  
Movements frame contentious politics by using symbolically laden messages to gain support from 
follower and mark themselves off from opponents. By employing symbols, emotional language and 
appeal to the identity of the receiver, “injustice focuses on the righteous anger that puts fire in the 
belly and iron in the sole” (Gamson in Tarrow 1994:145). 
Disruptive tactics 
For Tarrow, the ability to disrupt ‘business as usual’ through the invention of innovative protest 
forms, are at the core of contentious political protest. In contemporary forms of contention, 
disruption works by putting the moments determination on display, it enhances the social solidarity 
in the group as protesters take risks and reinforce their identity together – not much different than 
for ‘brothers in arms’ (Tarrow 1994:101). A specific tactic within the disruptive repertoire is so called 
‘the practice of the objective’. Here, instead of demonstrating a demand in public, the point is to 
“perform protest by directly attacking the issue at hand” (ibid.:102).  
Struggling to reform 
The disruptive tactics allow protesters to clearly state their claims and shed spotlights on their 
opponents, but they are rarely translated directly to policy reforms. The process of transformation 
from protest to reform is long and winding; often protesters make claims in extreme forms and these 
claims then join an incredibly complicated race as they compete with other claims by other state and 
non-state agents (ibid.:209); hereof the notion of policy as the art of muddling through. 
Shortcomings 
Mike Burke has pointed to at least two shortcomings in Tarrow’s framework regarding the extent to 
which social movements can provide a robust and sustained alternative to traditional forms of social 
and political forms of organization. The first shortcoming relates to the internal decision-making 
processes within movements; Tarrow draws the conclusion, that the decision-making processes in 
movements are in line with an extension of democracy, without properly examining such decision-
making processes sufficiently. The second note relates to how social movement can affect change in 
social and political systems. Tarrow argues, that social movement outcomes are ‘long-term’, ‘indirect’ 
and ‘mediated’ effects of participants, political culture and discourses and Burke points to the 
questionable measurability of such concepts (Burke 1996). 
 
 
 
Analysis part 1 - From external changes to new theories of 
change 
First of, I will review how a handful of changes in the political environment provided the ground for 
new theories of change, that mimic those of social movements. Hereafter, I will investigate how these 
theories were operationalized and framed.  
External conditions for momentum 
Shifting alignments & Divided elites 
As this analysis is interested in the period under the last Conservative government, obviously the 
change from a Liberal to Conservative government is a change to take under scrutiny. This change 
could arguably also be the one with the most profound consequences, as it shifted much of the 
legislative policy environment.  
To Steward, the Conservatives represented an unwillingness to engage in dialogue and were also not 
interested in winning over the constituency, that regard environment as an important matter 
(Steward 4.301 & 8.40). 
Another change in the overall political framework was the failure of the COP15 in 2009 to deliver an 
agreement on a replacement for the Kyoto-protocol. To ED and GP, this failure represented a need 
for a more or less complete change of strategy: 
“… We had this strategy going into Copenhagen, it was well executed, it was well funded, and it 
failed. So the movement was a) depressed, b) also, okay what do we have to do? We did, what we 
thought we had to do, and it did not work” (Steward 21.00). 
Additionally, the analysis was, that the UN process had failed, “because fossil industries were too 
strong in key countries” (Steward 5.15). 
A third change was the change of environmental policy in the US, where Obama in his second round 
of presidency presented a change towards environmental regulation and willingness to commit to a 
climate agreement in the UN framework, as well as the rise of environmental groups that tried to 
block fossil fuel infrastructure projects (Steward 25.15). 
Combined, these shifts in political coalitions paved the way for a rethinking of theories of change. As 
hopes for dialogue with government and a meaningful process in the UN framework were marginal, 
the outlook for influencing policy by traditional lobbying tactics were not great, and so the 
organizations decided to play by other tunes instead. This opened a momentum for more contentious 
                                                          
1 Refers to point of time in the audio files. For example, 4.30 means four minutes and 30 seconds. 
 
 
 
forms of protest. 
The change of government also affected a split in the political elites - when the conservative 
government deregulated environmental policy and changed the focus to establish Canada as an 
“emerging energy superpower” (Leslie 2014 & Neville 47.10), it opened a door for the opposition 
parties to present an alternative to the conservative rule by adopting more ambitious climate policy 
promises. 
Increased access reversed 
Tarrow argues, that groups can respond to an increase in access to the political system by seizing 
these new opportunities and that this can add to the formation of social movements – but also that 
protest is in fact more likely in systems that are not completely open nor closed. As we will see, there 
was indeed no increase in access for the Canadian environmental NGOs, but rather the reverse. 
However, it is my argument that a decrease in access in this case provided opportunities for 
movement momentum. 
First of all, the decreases in access came from a loss of direct lobby influence on the federal policy 
level and a loss of faith in a solution from the COP-framework post Copenhagen. For both Steward 
and Scott, these closing doors opened another door for reshaping the theories of change: 
“Focus on mobilization against the government rather than engage with them (…) our strategy 
was to prevent them from doing the things they were doing” (Steward 3.45) 
“We knew they would never do anything useful or meaningful at a level that was acceptable to us. 
There could have been another approach to play more constructively and nice, and some groups 
did attempt that for a little while, until it became apparent, that they had no interest in doing 
anything (…) negotiating for nothing was not a worthwhile thing to do” (Scott 18.00). 
The pivotal point being, that these kinds of analysis and the strategies and actions that it spawned, 
would likely not have been possible to the same degree under a more cooperative government. As 
this study is limited to the conservative period, it remains a project for further research, to see 
whether these strategies will change or modify under the newly elected Liberal government.  
Influential Allies 
According to Neville, “indigenous groups have been major mobilizers around questions of pipelines 
(…) and led let a lot of the activism” (Neville 8.30) and Steward denotes that First Nation groups 
have been key to ‘this whole battle’ (26.30). There are a number of strategical reasons for this. First 
Nations peoples have strong constitutional rights to their land, air and water. This enables them to 
engage in legal disputes, that environmental groups could not do on their own; e.g. protest against a 
 
 
 
proposed pipeline route through First Nation’s territories, which can delay and potentially block the 
approval of the project (Vincent 2014 & Omand 2015). Neville argues, that there is general perception 
in the Canadian population, that First Nations should have their voices heard (31.30) and by 
amplifying the voices of First Nations or exposing consequences suffered by First Nations peoples 
through different types of media, environmental NGOs can build additional support for the 
campaign. 
Thus, First Nations have been important allies in the attempt to mobilize a social movement of 
environmentalism. Reading Tarrow, influential allies do a first thought usually refer to generally 
resource-rich agents such as celebrities, scientists, NGOs and so on, that could provide scientific 
backing and media coverage (Tarrow 1994:166-76). However, this is not the case here, as First 
Nations in general are resource-poor and in marginalized positions. 
This is perhaps not as surprising as it sounds at first, as I am in this case analyzing from a NGO-
centric perspective – and not from a movement/First Nation perspective, in which case the NGOs 
would be the influential allies. 
Here it should also be noted, that the relationship between environmental NGOs and First Nations 
are not without preceding history and thus constitutes a rather complicated relationship. 
According to Scott, “there isn’t an environmental group haven’t screwed up around First Nations 
or indigenous issues at some point” (32.45), but especially GP comes with skeletons in the closet. 
GP’s earlier campaigns against commercial whaling and sealing in the 70’s had unforeseen 
consequences for many indigenous communities as it undermined their livelihoods (Hopper 2014). 
Resultantly, GP still struggles to regain credibility among indigenous groups. According to Steward, 
these previous campaigns are “still very much an issue” (32.00) and GP have engaged in a number 
of activities to rebuild trust with these groups and in June 2014, GP Canada published an open letter, 
apologizing for the unforeseen consequences of the campaigns (Kerr 2014).  
Early Risers 
Movement mobilization is often fostered by early risers that can spark the fire and add wood to keep 
it growing. It seems obvious, that the environmental NGOs themselves took upon many of the early 
risers’ tasks; they developed and articulated strategical theories of change and they attempted to 
connect a variety of actors to meet on common grounds, or in other words to connect the dots to 
form lines, that could punctuate pipeline projects and lead to the desired policy outcome. 
Scott is very explicit on their theory of change, and there appears to be a hope for a direct feedback 
between theory of change and new political opportunities, that then again will influence their own 
theories of change: 
 
 
 
“Ultimately, we hope that we manage to focus the conversation is such a way, though our advocacy 
on tar sands, where we will be able to get a number of federal and provincial regulations in place 
on carbon, that will impact that increasing growth in tar sands, we won’t have to block pipelines 
anymore. Going after pipelines is a short term strategy, to hold back the industry until we have the 
regulation that does it for us” (Scott 24.00). 
This attempted feedback takes two different forms: 
 Mobilizing opposition against the Conservative government, ultimately leading to a change in 
government via national elections. 
 Linking climate policy to oil sands and the development of new pipelines, works to weaken the 
influence of fossil fuel industries on the federal government and thus force the federal 
administration to limit the growth of oil sands.  
As there was little hope for forcing a Conservative government to any concessions, it could be argued, 
that this part of the strategy only would be effective in the case of a change in government.  
  
 
 
 
Analysis part 2 - Operationalizing new theories of change 
In the previous section, the focus was on changes in the political environment, that affected changes 
in strategy and theories of change for the environmental NGOs. In this section, I will evaluate how 
these new strategies were executed and operationalized. 
Disruptive strategies and contentious action 
The analysis that both COP15 and Canadian federal environmental policy had failed because of fossil 
fuel industries influence were too strong, gave way to a new strategy of targeting oil companies and 
their extraction projects.  
The oil sands were chosen as the representative of this industry because of its effects of both local 
and global environmental degradation (Cederwall & Grebovic 2011:2). It has also been argued, that 
failure to build new pipelines will effectively create a bottleneck, prevention oil sand production from 
growing because of a lack of possibilities of transport from the oil from the site of production to site 
of consumption (Crooks 2015). Additionally, the pipeline routes often run through First Nation 
territories and also bears risks of leakage, that can contaminate ecosystems along pipeline routes. 
The cumulative effect of these perspectives allows pipeline protesters to draw on a wide range of 
differently scaled environmental arguments as well as it provides the ground for enrollment of First 
Nations in the protest. 
By bridging environmentalists and First Nations peoples and supporters, pipeline protests can 
become a site of the disruptive collective actions, that Tarrow defines as important for social 
movements. More concretely, the GP blog-archive bare witness of two types of protest around 
pipelines, that I will classify as disruptive. These are a) First Nation lawsuits against proposed 
pipeline routes planned to run through First Nation territories and b) protests on sites of planned 
pipeline routes where protesters are risking arrest or are being arrested for blocking the development 
of the pipeline routes with their bodies. 
The lawsuits do not involve the disruptive way of performing protest, that is mainly concerned with 
attracting media coverage and causing reflection. Instead, they are disruptive in a very practical way, 
as they possess the ability to delay pipelines for years or even block them completely (Vincent 2014 
& Omand 2015) 
The on-site protests are on the other hand much in line with Tarrow’s performative protests (Tarrow 
1994:98) by creating noise and spectacle around the pipeline developments. The two tactics both 
spin on what Tarrow refers to at the practice of the objective, but with different entry points and both 
do indeed provide weaker actors with leverage over more established and powerful antagonists. 
 
 
 
Framing 
A carrying element in the campaign against oil sand production and infrastructure was a 
communicative strategy to link oil sand production to a variety of negative connotations and 
consequences. These can broadly be classified as attempts to link oil sands to a) local implications 
such as contamination of fresh water reserves, in communities near oil sand production sites or near 
pipeline routes and b) global implications in the form of climate change. 
Please see ‘Processing of data’ as well as Appendix A and B for an account for how arguments were 
derived and translated into arguments for the analysis. 
Local implications 
Environmental NGOs have a strong communicative incentive for framings the oil sands local 
implications: 
“You get this incredibly powerful visual mobilization from local groups about protecting something 
they care deeply about – usually water. (…) People have a (very strong) reaction to that your water 
is poisoned. (…) It is not so much a brain thing, which is climate policy, ’in 2050, these are the 
implications of’ (..) that you have to think all the way through, whereas ‘you can’t drink the water!’ 
It is imitate; everyone understands it and it motivates people” (Steward 22.30). 
This approach can be said to be a strategy of rescaling oil sands implications to the local or the 
community level. It plays on the affected people’s concerns for their health and livelihoods and for 
unaffected communities, it plays on solidarity and empathy with the communities affected. As many 
of the affected communities are First Nation’s communities, the marginalized position of these 
groups amplify the perceived (and real) sufferings of these communities, which strengthen the 
communicative framing. 
From the blog-archive there are numerous examples of this framing. These include, but are not 
limited to: 
 Narratives of First Nation communities surrounded by tar sands and pipeline, where pristine 
land have been lost to oil spills and contamination 
 Contaminated drinking water 
 Oil sand infrastructure projects threatening endangered whales 
 Farmers and rural populations forced to leave their land and property because of health 
threats 
 Reports from oil spills 
 First nation blogger reporting on emotional reactions to loss of and contamination of 
traditional land 
 
 
 
 Family residences flooded with crude oil from spill 
 Fish dying because of contaminated water 
 Downstream communities not being informed about toxic spills in a river 
It is clear, that the diversity in the examples allows GP to appeal to a broad audience, from people 
concerned with endangered whales to First Nations rights to traditional land.  
Additionally, a number of the blogposts also employs a rather emotionally laden langue and symbols 
embedded in values and with references to understandings of justice and injustice, that aim to 
resonate with the reader and appeal to the ‘righteous anger’ and ‘fire in the belly’.  
 “there was a time when we could live off of the land and practice our traditional ways. 
Memories from my childhood of how pristine, clean and breathtakingly stunning the land 
was” (2)2 
 “I can't imagine how it would feel after I've seen my cattle die, my daughter almost fall 
down the stairs because of chronic headaches and dizziness, and my family get sick to the 
point we had to leave our farm” (12) 
Global implications 
On the other hand, the framing of oil sands as a barrier to Canadian climate policy or as a ‘carbon 
bomb’ (Steward 23.45) can be seen as a rescaling to the global level. The point here being to make 
sure, that a government that commits to emission reductions can no longer overlook the oil sands 
production. As neither limits on oil sand expansions nor emission reduction targets were on the table 
under the Conservative administration, this approach had a more long term scope, as it was more 
likely to influence policy under Liberal rule. 
From the blog-archive there are a number of examples of this framing, even though they were fewer 
than the local framing. These include, but are not limited to: 
 Arguing that politicians trying to take a lead against climate change cannot approve pipelines 
with the other hand 
 Emphasizing the upstream greenhouse gas emissions from oil sand production 
 Linking actions against oil sand infrastructure projects to treats against the global climate 
Here the language was less emotional loaded than in the case of the local framing: 
 “The tar sands are already the fastest rising source of greenhouse gas emissions in Canada” 
                                                          
2 Numbers refer to list of GP blogs in Appendix D 
 
 
 
(13) 
 “There’s No Climate Leadership in a Tarsands Pipeline” (8) 
 
It is not known, whether this difference of communicative style is a conscious choice, but it might 
also be reflective of the nature of the argument – as Steward argues, people have a much stronger 
reaction to threats to their ‘something they care deeply about’ as opposed to the almost abstract 
consequences of climate change with long term temporal and spatial chains of causality. It is not 
without reason climate change has been referred to as a ‘perfect problem’ (Roberts 2006). 
Glocal implications 
In the process of working through the blog-archive, a third type of framing was identified. In the 
‘glocal’ framing perspective, the narrative is to combine and intertwine the local and global 
implications, to make them inseparable. Basically it works by naming global and local arguments 
and threats side by side. For example: 
 Protesters are choosing to get arrested “for protection of the land, communities and our 
climate” 
 Renewables are the way forward to “save the climate, diversify our economy, or improve the 
health of our communities” 
 Opposition to pipelines are “protecting communities and the environment” 
 The cancelation of a proposed oil sands mine is referred to as a victory, avoiding emissions, 
chemical contamination in the nearby environment and “preventing the other impacts to 
health, Treaty rights, and communities that tar sands development causes.” 
Here, the language is not particular emotional or stripped of emotions but possible somewhere 
between: 
 “We will do it together, hand in hand, arm and arm in defense of land, water, climate and 
community.” (5) 
 “Not only are tar sands wreaking havoc on local communities here in Alberta like 
Athabasca Chipewyan First Nation and the entire community of Fort Chipewyan, but we 
know that the tar sands are wreaking havoc on the climate.” (22) 
The pivotal point is to unite climate change concerned environmentalists and First Nations and First 
Nation supporters in a common purpose. 
  
 
 
 
Common purpose and social solidarity 
The framing of local, global and glocal implications are all directed in one direction: to establish a 
meaning-making frame that unite agents of different concerns in one theory of change: to block 
pipelines. In line with Tarrow framework, critique of various forms is here formulated as a common 
goal, which is necessary for mobilizing for collective actions and building a common identity. 
 
 
Figure 3 Communicative framing of local, global and glocal implications of pipelines. Resultantly, 
pipelines become the target of protest. Sizes of arguments are not calculated but meant to illustrate 
the space given to different arguments as interpreted by the writer. 
From the blogs, this merging of ends is expressed by the following communicative framings: 
 Addressing readers as concerned with the health of the planet and rights of First Nations 
 Reports from actions with First Nations and non-indigenous protesters  
 Reporting, that GP works in solidarity with grassroots community members 
 Emphasizing that campaigns are First Nation led 
 First Nation blogger emphasizes own cultural background 
 Reports of groups of landowners, First Nations and environmental organizations co-
campaigning 
 Reports from First Nation marches to heal the land 
 
 
 
 Reports that environmental groups and First Nations are joining forces to oppose pipeline 
projects 
 First Nations and environmental groups calling for oil sands companies to provide 
information about toxic spills 
The following quotes also underscore the attempt to tie the different agents together: 
 “thirty-five groups, including landowners, First Nations and environmental organizations 
wrote to Alberta Premier Jim Prentice demanding the province start transitioning to 
renewables.” (3) 
 “We need to stand with our brothers and sisters to ensure that their rights are respected 
and land is protected. No matter where we live, we are all inextricably tied together in this 
fight for the future of the planet” (22) 
These arguments also work to spur a feeling of a common identity that amplify and strengthen the 
social solidarity between environmentalists and indigenous claims in the movement, that unite align 
protests within the same theory of change. The movement identity is further supported by the clear 
framing of allies and opponents in the form of oil companies, the fossil fuel industry and 
governments. 
Mobilizing opposition against government 
In the previous chapter, one of the analytical findings were how an integral part of the theory of 
change of the NGOs were to pave the way for new shifts in the political alignments by a) mobilizing 
opposition against the conservative government and b) trying to curtail the influence of fossil fuel 
industries on the federal government.  
In compliance with this, the blogs expressed several arguments in line with such motives: 
 Arguing, that fossil fuel industries have too strong influence on government 
 Arguing, that the government prioritize oil production over all costs 
 Arguing, that Harper has chosen to support pipelines, which provincial government oppose 
 Positive framing of NDP provincial election victory in Alberta 
 Blaming government ignoring safety warnings after for oil-train disaster 
 Arguing, that government are ignoring scientific warnings on oil sands production impacts 
on water reserves 
Again, a few quotes work to illustrate the arguments further: 
 “a federal and provincial government who are intent on extracting tar sands as quickly as 
possible regardless of the cost” (4) 
 
 
 
 (On New Democratic Party Alberta election victory) “People working together can indeed 
move Conservative mountains and yesterday in Alberta they did just that.” (9) 
These arguments are favorable in two ways: turning voters against the Conservatives and maybe 
more importantly, amplifying the social solidarity and narratives within the environmental 
movement. 
Sustaining contention 
Tarrow’s essential criteria for any social movement is the continuity of actions to sustain the 
contention and keep antagonists alert and force authorities to respond to claims made by the 
movement:  
“Common purpose, collective identities and identifiable challenges help movements to do this; but 
unless they can maintain their challenge, movements will evaporate …” (Tarrow 1994:12) 
There is no specific threshold frequency for the number of actions needed and it will likely also vary 
from struggle to struggle. I do however believe, that sustaining the contention could be one of the 
major constrains on the attempt to mobilize a social movement of environmentalism.  
Possible reasons for this could include that the Canadian political system is relatively open and, in 
line with Tarrow’s arguments therefore does not supply the repression needed for movements to take 
on more confrontational and possibly violent tactics. Additionally, environmental issues are – at 
least when compared to issues of human and political rights, cultural clashes and so forth – affecting 
populations more indirectly than directly and have fewer records of leading to system changing 
confrontations than other issues. 
On the other hand, social movements should be seen as part of the political processes in which the 
cycles of contention take place (ibid.:233). Accordingly, it was arguably never the aim for ED and GP 
to escalate a full-blow confrontation. Their theories of change were aimed at opening new political 
opportunities for themselves by shifting the political alignments that underpins the deregulated 
environmental policies. More concretely, the aims were to prevent the conservatives from winning 
the next federal election, to limit the influence of fossil fuel industries on the next government and 
in result ensure progressive environmental policy. If successful, such changes could provide the 
movement with new political opportunities, that according to Tarrow can trigger new phases of 
contention and sustain the momentum for contentious collective actions. 
This volume does not seek to answer whether or not the NGOs succeeded in their campaigns, but on 
a side note, one could point to how the newly elected Liberal government caught attention at the 
recent COP21 summit for supporting indigenous rights (Prystupa 2015-1) and advocating for the 
 
 
 
“Paris agreement to restrict planetary warming to just 1.5 Celsius warming —not two degrees.” 
(Prystupa 2015-2). 
Thus it seems that at least the rhetoric has changed. This could arguably constitute a change in the 
political opportunity structure that could enable renewed contention to pressure the Liberal 
government to comply with its progressive rhetoric and abandon new pipelines and expansion of the 
oil sands – or it could defuse the movement as the gap between authorities and protests close and 
contention is lost. 
  
 
 
 
Perspectives for further research 
Adding to the reflections of the previous chapter, it would be interesting to follow the development 
in theories of change, framings and strategies as the cycles of contention takes it course accompanied 
by other shifts in the political opportunity structure.  
Additionally, it could be fruitful to take a closer look at the first shortcomings in Tarrow’s framework 
that Burke pointed to; the issues of internal democratic decision-making processes. Movements feed 
on the contentiousness of their field and environmental movements are no exception. In this case, 
we have seen how previous campaigns by GP has led to intense mistrust among many indigenous 
communities. Scott also points to how it is an aspiration, that campaigns are First Nation led (32.00), 
but that this is not always possible. It also remains a question whether the steps taken by GP and 
other environmental groups have taken are regarded as sufficient among some indigenous groups 
and communities.  
Accordingly, it would be interesting to investigate how the relationships between environmental and 
First Nation groups emerge and develop. Here one could employ concepts from Tarrow’s framework 
asking questions relating to common purposes, identities and solidarity or other and more specific 
frameworks such as the notion of ‘climate justice’. As indigenous perspectives and issues seems to 
play an increasing role in environmental discussions and debates globally, one could also investigate 
the strengths and weaknesses of this merge of frames in other settings than Canadian environmental 
policy. 
Another characteristic of the pipeline debate is the so-called ‘practice of the objective’, that according 
to Steward (24.00) reframed the environmental discussion in Northern America. This ‘trend’ has 
been less visible in Denmark and Europe but there seem to be signs that this could change as groups 
become inspired by victories such Obamas rejection of the Keystone XL pipeline. For example, 
protesters shut down a giant coal mine in Germany in August (Topf 2015) and similar actions are 
planned to take place simultaneously worldwide in May 2016 (Breakfree2016.org). It would be 
interesting to see what future this approach holds within the international environmental movement. 
  
 
 
 
Conclusion 
On the basis of the foregoing analyses, it can be concluded that a number of changes in the political 
opportunity structure opened a door for more contentious forms of protest and rethinking of 
theories of change. These changes included a change of federal government, the failure of COP15 and 
a change in environmental policy in the USA. A decrease in access through traditional channels of 
influence for environmental NGOs further supported this change towards contentious protests. 
In effect of these changes, Canadian environmental NGOs put forward a new theory of change that 
focused on a) mobilizing opposition against the Conservative government and b) limit the influence 
of fossil fuel industries on the federal government. To achieve these desired shifts in alignments, the 
NGOs started to draw on a range of tools, that can classify as attempts to mobilize a social movement 
of environmentalism: 
As part of this process of developing new theories of change, environmental NGOs found an 
influential ally in First Nations with special constitutional and perceived rights. These rights were 
key to the disruptive tactics and contentious actions of pipeline lawsuits and performative protests. 
The NGOs themselves played roles of early risers as they articulated theories of change and 
attempted to make common ground for environmentalists and First Nations. This was done through 
the framing of pipelines and oil sands as having dramatic negative environmental and social 
consequences on various scalar levels. The local implications played on the affected people’s 
concerns for their health and livelihoods, as well as solidarity with affected communities and 
understandings of justice and injustice. The global implications linked pipelines this to climate 
change and in this framing, the arguments were predominantly of a more ‘rational’ character. The 
framing of glocal implications were aimed at intertwining the realms of local and global 
consequences and this worked to forward a common purpose against pipelines and enhance the 
social solidarity between environmentalists and First Nations in the movement.  
It is questionable whether contention can be sustained sufficiently to qualify as an actual social 
movement. However, attempts to sustain the contention through contentious collective actions 
should be regarded as attempts of further extend the mobilization of a social movement of 
environmentalism. In extension of such considerations, it could be noted, that the new theory of 
change of the environmental NGOs aimed at overthrowing the Conservative government and curtail 
fossil fuel industries influence on the federal policy level. Thus, the Liberal electoral victory and a 
possible decrease in fossil fuel industry influence could constitute new political opportunities that 
possess the ability to trigger new phases of contentious collective actions. 
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